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Abstract 
In this paper concepts from Bernstein's (in press; 1990) theory of pedagogic discourse are used to 
analyse student communication in the computer setting of the classroom.  The perceptions of the 
classroom teacher and year five students, four girls and seven boys about social relations in the 
classroom are the focus of analysis.  It is argued that the pedagogic device of technocratic masculinity is 
socially constructed to relay power/knowledge relations.  In the case study a group of male students 
manage to gain a position of power because they select, sequence, organise and transmit technological 
knowledge forms.  The boys' control over power/knowledge relations in the computer setting is 
strengthened by the support of the classroom teacher, who acknowledges the boys' claim to computer 
expertise.  Through the dual actions of a group of boys and the classroom teacher, a fiction about 
computer knowledge and competency is socially constructed in the classroom.  Within the fiction of 
technological patriarchy regulating classroom practice, the behaviour of boys is interpreted as `risk-
taking', `experimental' and `technologically competent'.  Girls are positioned as inactive, passive and 
rule-followers within the regulative discourse. While some girls position themselves within the structures 
of technocratic discourse, other girls deconstruct the `truth' of their computer incompetence and 
passivity.  For the girls, movement across and within the symbolic categories of regulative discourses is 
a constant struggle of the inner and outer voice.  The girls must mediate their social relations with 
significant `others'.  In addition, the girls must reconcile their inner voices.  They must struggle to 
negotiate a positioning for themselves as `nice' and `good', carriers of messages, the domestic, the 
subservient.  At the same time, these girls, the daughters of professional career mothers, must struggle to 
be `not nice', to be powerful, active and gain credit for their computing skills. 
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Introduction 
Bernstein's  (1990) theory of pedagogic discourse offers a basis for conceptual analysis of the power and 
control relations through which subjectivity is constructed and reconstructed in the classroom.  Central to 
Bernstein's (1990) theory is that individuals must enter positions within existing practices.  Classroom 
practice is socially structured by discourse.  Discourse, according to Bernstein (1990), refers to the 
power and control relations which structure the categories of meaning regulating classroom activity.  
Power is constituted in the strength of insulations between categories rather than the content of 
categories.  
 
Bernstein (1990: 180) argued that categories of meaning (i.e., discourse) regulating classroom practice 
are structured by the pedagogic device.  The pedagogic device as a social structure for the distribution, 
recontextualisation and evaluation of knowledge is a relay or vehicle for power relations.  Control over 
the social construction of the pedagogic device is essential to cultural reproduction and transformation 
within a setting.  Consequently, control over the pedagogic device becomes the site of struggle and 
conflict between groups of students, teachers, parents and administrators who attempt to incorporate their 
ways of knowing and interacting within a setting.  Consensus between conflicting interests may be 
realised through the construction of a hierarchy of discourses regulating classroom practice.  By socially 
constructing educational discourse as scientifically neutral, rational, progressive and child-centred, the 
pedagogic device attempts to mask conflict.  
 
From this perspective, discourse is an autonomous category and exists independently of the 
consciousness or intention of individual teachers and students.  Individuals do not create the symbolic 
boundaries regulating classroom practice.  Nor are teachers and students deterministically positioned by 
institutionalised rules and language structures.  Rather, people negotiate their positioning within social 
relations and pedagogic practices.  In addition, individuals may reproduce or transform existing 
structures because social relations are themselves structures (Bhaskar, 1989).  Bernstein (1990) used the 
term text to refer to the historically specific realisation of discourse.  Text signals any institutional 
practice or technique, patterns of general behaviour, forms of transmission and diffusion, and 
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pedagogical or knowledge forms, in and through which meaning is produced (Bernstein & Diaz, 1984). 
 
Computer Pedagogics in an Australian Context 
The analysis of pedagogic communication reported in this paper is based on data collected in a study on 
the interaction of students while working with computers.  Four schools located in middle class socio-
economic areas of an Australian city were selected for the study.  In Australia, primary schools located in 
affluent socio-economic areas were able to purchase computers with funds raised by Parent and Citizen 
committees.  Government expenditure on computing resources at the primary school level was, and 
continues to be limited.  
 
Each of the four schools selected for the study was recommended by Education Department officials as 
exemplary in the area of computer pedagogics.  The majority of students attending the four schools were 
from families where both parents were tertiary educated professionals.  Moreover, many of the students 
had clear visions of entering a private secondary school and completing a professional degree at 
university.1 Three-quarters of the student clientele had access to a computer at home.  In most cases, the 
home computer was technologically more sophisticated than the school computer.  By comparison only 
one teacher involved in the study had access to a home computer.  
 
Over a six month period, data bearing on pedagogic practice with computers were collected from six 
classrooms.  The interaction of students at the computer was audio-taped and transcribed for analysis.  In 
addition, students were interviewed in groups of three about their perceptions of communication in the 
computer setting.  Interviews were also conducted with classroom teachers, software designers and 
computer consultants. 
 
 Case Study 
The extracts of pedagogic communication used in this paper were recorded in a year five classroom at 
Murwin Primary.  At the time of this study, Kevin Sullivan the year five teacher was in his mid forties 
and had been teaching for fifteen years after making a career move from accountancy.  After obtaining 
his basic teaching qualifications, Kevin Sullivan completed university degrees in education and arts, 
majoring in child psychology.  During one interview, Mr Sullivan took great pride in detailing his gender 
equity educational philosophy.  He recalled an incident where he asked the students to go through all the 
classroom books and remove any with sexist bias.  Kevin Sullivan's desire to express his commitment to 
the official line of gender equity is not unusual in the current political climate of Queensland schooling.  
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Gender equity is official policy in Australia, at both the Commonwealth and Queensland level.2  
 
The four girls involved in this case study, Trisha, Julie, Wendy and Daniella were nine years old and 
considered themselves to be competent computer users.  They knew how to turn on a computer, access 
word processing, data base, drill and practice and game programmes.  All four girls acquired most of 
their knowledge about computers from outside the classroom setting.  Julie used her cousin's computer, 
Daniella played with a friend's computer, while Trisha and Wendy had access to a home computer.  In 
addition, the four girls enjoyed working with computers and spoke of the importance of gaining 
computer skills so that they could increase their chances of securing a high salaried and interesting job in 
the future.  Three of the girls were from two-parent working families.  Julie's mother was a secretary, 
Wendy's mother was a computer programmer, and Trisha's mother was a pre-school teacher aide.  Only 
Daniella came from a single parent family.  Although Daniella's mother did not engage in paid 
employment, she was involved on a volunteer basis in many of the school fund raising activities and had 
recently co-ordinated a successful school fete. 
 
The seven boys mentioned in the study, Justin, James, David, Troy, Luke, Charlie and Andrew 
monopolised the computer during class and recess periods.  While Justin and David had access to a 
computer at home, James gained his knowledge of computers from friends.  The remaining four boys 
were learning how to use the computer and specific software packages from their mates, Justin, James 
and David.  Positioned as computer experts in the classroom, Justin, James and David often spoke about 
and displayed their computing ability.  In addition, Mr Sullivan and many of the other students in the 
year four class recognised and acknowledged the boys' computing skills.  
 
Constructing Male Technological Expertise 
The group of seven male team players within the context of computer use at Murwin Primary attempted 
to regulate the production, transmission and evaluation of instructional discourses about the software 
game `Treasure Mystery'.3  Three of the team players, David, James and Justin were often nominated by 
the classroom teacher, boys and girls as the best computer users.  David and James had initially 
organised a team of boys to solve the problem of `Treasure Mystery'.  Collective efforts of the team were 
saved onto a disk under a file composed of their initials.  As newcomers into the group gained 
acceptance, their initials were added to the file name.  With seven team players, the file name became 
lengthy and mirrored the hierarchical division of labour within the team.  That is, the file name 
JJUDCATL.DOC represented in order of importance, James, Justin, David, Charlie, Andrew, Troy and 
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Luke. The key players, Justin, James and David always attempted to maintain their position as producers 
of new knowledge about the game.  
(James) No one taught us.  We looked it up in the book.  Mr Sullivan just said you can save it.  He 
looked it up in the book as well. 
(Justin) We looked it up in the book and told Mr Sullivan. 
  .............. 
(R) What are you going to do once you have got to the end? 
(James) We'll do it again. 
(Justin) We'll get a paper and write down all the ways to get through things, just in case we 
forget. 
(James) I don't forget. 
(Justin) I know, but sometimes you can forget. 
(James) I remember everything ... About the disk that is in there. How to get past all of the things. 
     
Justin and James negotiated a position in the pedagogic practice of classroom computing to exercise 
control over power/knowledge relations.  The boys generally, and James in particular were hesitant to 
relinquish their hold over specialised software knowledge.  By not exchanging information about the 
software package `Treasure Mystery', James attempted to maintain his position as computer expert 
within the hierarchical division of labour for the production, transmission and evaluation of problem 
solving strategies.  
 
Although the classroom teacher had access to privileged knowledge about computers, the boys in this 
team challenged the teachers' power and authority to know.  However, there is no simple `truth' about 
who adopts hierarchical positions in the power/knowledge nexus of computer use.  Rather, control over 
the production and transmission of `new knowledge' about computing is likely to be the site of struggle 
between the classroom teacher, and the boys, and amongst the boys and girls.  Bernstein (1990) proposed 
that the pedagogic device, or underlying structure for the production, transmission and evaluation of 
school knowledge is the crucial site for social and cultural reproduction.  Interest groups are likely to 
engage in struggles, so as to control the pedagogic device which structures the production and 
reproduction of `legitimate' or `thinkable' school knowledge.  Although, Mr Sullivan distributed software 
resources to the students, he had little knowledge of the internal structure of the texts.  Consequently, he 
placed himself as a learner in relation to the boys, who were positioned as instructors.  In this way, the 
team of seven players, with James and David at the forefront, gained first and thereby privileged access 
to software packages.  Often the boys would sneak up to the classroom during recess times so that they 
could gain exclusive use of the computer.  The boys would also cheat answers to game problems from 
the teacher's resource manual in attempts to maintain social relations of computer dominance.  Some 
boys who had learned how to program used hacking strategies to bypass difficult sections in game 
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activities, and thereby reach the game objective in the shortest possible moves. 
 
This does not imply that the seven boys were caught up in the discourses of computer use and 
masculinity and positioned as identical technocratic subjects.  Each boy in the team was positioned, and 
positioned himself in different relations to the regulative discourses of computer use constructed in the 
classroom.  While James and David struggled to maintain their position as experts of the game `Treasure 
Mystery', Luke, Charlie, Troy and Andrew vied to gain acceptance within the group.  Charlie and 
Andrew would often spend considerable time during recess sessions working at the computer.  The same 
commitment to group membership was not expressed by Luke and Troy.  Indeed, Troy experienced 
intense emotional and physical distress in attempting to negotiate a position for himself within the group 
of male computer experts.  One afternoon, Troy was physically beaten for not measuring up to the 
standards of masculine computer and sporting ability constructed by the team. His initials were erased 
from the password which was used to denote group membership.  Troy however, persisted to negotiate 
and struggle for re-acceptance into the team of computer experts.   
(Kevin Sullivan)... Last year these two boys, took that boy behind the shed and bashed him up 
after a game. 
(R) True.  What that was David and Andrew bashed up James. 
(Kevin Sullivan) Yes.  No bashed up Troy.  His mother was up here.  And she was very angry.  So 
there is a lack of tolerance in physical attributes ....   
 
Similarly, Luke often spoke about how bored he was with the software and how he really wanted to go 
outside and play games with the other boys.  After he gained acceptance as part of the male computer 
club, he desired approval from the male sporting elite.  James and David had already gained membership 
within the discourses of technocratic, sporting and academic masculinity.  Justin, however, was 
marginalised from both the academic and sporting spheres.  Much of his time during recess sessions was 
devoted to solving software problems and trialing new programs.  Justin fantasised about a career which 
would allow him to draw graphs and simulations on computers.  
(R) Who would you say was the best at computers in your class? 
(Daniella) David A. and Justin 
(David F) Justin's really good at the computer.  He spends hours on his computer. 
(R) What type of computer has he got at home? 
(David F) I don't know.  It is a really good one.  His dad uses it a lot. 
... 
(R) Why do you think David A. and Justin are so good at computers? 
(David F) Because they have got one at home and they are always using it. 
...... 
(Danny) Justin and David A. are only good at games.  They don't know where the keys are. 
...... 
(David F.) Justin's smarter than him (Danny) at computers, but not at work. 
(Daniella) Yes.  Not at work. 
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(Students from Murwin Primary discuss the computer experts in the class). 
 
Justin's knowledge of computers, particularly with respect to solving game problems was acknowledged 
by his peers.  This is important, because Justin did not receive recognition within the academic 
discourses of the classroom, as a clever student.  For Justin, positioning within the discourses of school 
computing enabled him to gain some credit for his `cleverness' from fellow students and the classroom 
teacher.  Through the discourses of computing, Justin's subjectivity as `not clever in schooling' was 
partially modified so that he was positioned as the `expert' computer user.  Justin successfully managed 
to negotiate a position within the classroom, so that he could recontextualise and embed instructional 
discourses of computing acquired in the home setting, into the regulative structures of the classroom.  
Discourses of technocratic masculinity constructed by the team of seven male computer experts, provide 
the regulative structure within which instructional skills of computing are embedded.  Instructional skills 
associated with computer use are likely to gain recognition only when they are embedded in the 
regulative discourses of technocratic masculinity (Walkerdine, 1990).  It is probable then, that computer 
instructional skills embedded in voices Other to technocratic masculinity may not be realised as 
legitimate school knowledge (Bernstein, 1990). 
 
Discourses of masculinity associated with the use of the computer are socially constructed in and 
through the daily practices of the classroom.  As each boy entered the group of computer experts, he was 
positioned by the regulative discourses constructed collaboratively within the milieu.  The classroom 
teacher, Kevin Sullivan also colluded in the production of a dominant or hegemonic masculinity 
(Connell, 1990; 1989). 
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(Kevin Sullivan) ... Whether, boys see that it is all very well to be confident, to get in there with the 
best of them, to do your best.  Maybe they see that to do that well you have got to be also agile.  
As in sports. To be able to pass as a successful male, you have to be physically strong.  Now if this 
is the case there is nothing that I can do about it.  Because it is happening.  It is an under thing 
that is happening with the development of kids. Maybe that is what life is all about.  Maybe 
throughout the ages people have had to strengthen themselves physically as well as mentally. 
 
Symbolic insulation regulating the construction of gender subjectivity, is naturalised through the relay of 
biologically based theories of instruction (Bernstein, 1990).  Mr Sullivan appropriated and reorganised 
theories of learning, to structure a regulative discourse of masculinity.  Within the social fiction of this 
regulative discourse, male violence and aggression were legitimated as the product of innate and natural 
development.  Aggressive and competitive masculinity were, in Mr Sullivan's words,  "what life is all 
about."  By constructing regulative discourses of social Darwinism, Kevin Sullivan colluded with the 
boys in reproducing patriarchal structures.  Instructional skills were embedded within the regulative 
discourse of social Darwinism, to construct institutional discourses of computing. Within this classroom 
setting, acquisition of computing skills was dependent on the ability of students to pass as "successful 
males."  Students who were positioned within pedagogic practice as Other to "successful males", had to 
"strengthen themselves physically as well as mentally."  Competition and explicit aggression associated 
with controlling the computer were naturalised as "an under thing that is happening with the 
development of kids."  The onus for deconstructing the regulative patriarchal structures of the classroom, 
and constructing a regulative discourse which enhances the opportunities of all students for learning was 
removed from the classroom teacher; "there is nothing that I can do about it." 
 
The social construction of a patriarchal discourse regulating classroom practice at Murwin Primary, 
enabled seven male students to organise a team of adventure game players and monopolise the computer. 
 Each team player negotiated a different form of masculinity within the constraints of the regulative 
discourse.  Despite the difference in forms of masculinity,  the structure of the software program 
`Treasure Mystery', interpellated all seven students, so that they  positioned themselves either as 
computer experts or competent computer users.  In the following extract of data, five of the boys from 
the team, spoke about their relations with the pedagogic voice, that is, the internal structure of the game 
(Bernstein, 1990). 
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(R) You know when the story starts and it says you're left on the island and you have to get the 
treasure before the pirates come back, do you think that the pirates are all men? Do you think that 
there would be any women pirates? 
(Andrew) Oh there might be.  But I don't think so. 
(Troy) No. 
(R) Do you think the person who is playing the game is a man or a woman? 
(Boys) A man. 
(James) Because you can see yourself on it, sometimes. 
(Andrew) Yes. 
(Justin) Yes like when you ... it has a picture of you drowning. 
(R) And it is a man drowning is it? 
(Boys) Yes. 
(R) Do you think girls would like that if the whole game was about men and there weren't any 
girls in it? 
(James) I don't think that they see it or anything. 
(Charlie) They don't even want to go near it. {Laughter} 
(Andrew) They don't take much notice. 
(James) If it is a man or a lady. 
(Justin) They spend so long um trying to fiddle around with the book trying to go where is this?  
How do we go this way? 
(James) Only a really experienced man if they didn't have a book could get through the computer 
game really. 
 
The boys' perceptions of gender difference in social relations around the computer can be analysed in 
terms of the structure of the pedagogic relay (Bernstein, 1990).  Within the software package, a symbolic 
pedagogic relay or carrier of messages was constructed by software designers and was realised in the 
image of a male.  The pedagogic voice internal to the game `Treasure Mystery' carried numerous 
ideological messages.  In this setting, the voice of the pedagogic carrier was recognised as a patriarchal 
message which positioned boys in relations of power and silenced girls.  Boys identified with the 
pedagogic relay. They saw themselves in the image of the character stranded on the island and were 
interpellated into the game.  In the opinion of the boys, girls did not want to go near the computer.  
 
One interpretation of the difficulty that girls face in recognising the problem inherent in software 
packages is that, `seeing the problem', involves a knowledge of the internal structure or voice regulating 
the software text.  Since the internal order of this software package is structured from a male semiotic 
system which excludes females, girls cannot recognise the symbolic boundaries regulating practice.  
Consequently, girls experience difficulty entering discursive positions which enable them to interact 
effectively with the software package.  An alternative interpretation is that, many girls positioned as 
objects of the male gaze (Foucault, 1980; Fox Keller, 1986), may experience conflict in attempting to 
negotiate a position for themselves in the role of the male stranded on the island.  Although some girls in 
the class manage to successfully contest male power relations, many girls struggle with negotiating a 
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powerful position within pedagogic practice (Lewis, 1990; Skeggs, 1991).  Taking the position of the 
male, and seeing and interacting with the software accordingly, is not `nice' or appropriate behaviour for 
girls.  
 
This is not to imply that if the pedagogic voice were realised in the text of a female image, the 
positioning of boys and girls would alter.  The important point here is not the realisation of the message, 
but the socially and historically constructed patriarchal relations, relayed through the structure of the 
pedagogic device (Bernstein, 1990).  The team of male players were interpellated into the micro-world 
not simply because they were hailed by a male figure, which carried their procedures and commands.  
The social relations established between this team of boys and the computer cannot be attributed solely 
to the fact that boys relate better to pirate themes, camping activities, action adventures, or being 
stranded alone on an island.  Of crucial importance is the structure of the pedagogic carrier or voice 
within the software text and the institutional relations established between the text and the group of boys. 
 By setting limits and creating possibilities for specific pedagogic competence, the structure of the 
pedagogic text contributed to the silencing of girls and the fictionalised construction of inherent male 
superiority in computing. 
 
The five team players, Justin, James, Andrew, Troy and Charlie, were interpellated within the pedagogic 
communication of the software text (Bernstein, 1990: 35).  A fundamental aspect of adventure games 
and other software packages used in primary schools is that they set up a competitive, `beating' 
relationship between the student, the computer and the collection of people, usually males, who have 
played and recorded their score either in the game or elsewhere.  In this way, the framing relation 
between boys and specific software games was structured by male power relations of selection, 
sequencing, pacing and criteria (Bernstein, 1990: 66).  Boys were not only competing with each other at 
the computer, they were also competing with a socially and historically constructed text of masculinity 
(Apple & Jungck, 1991; Connell, 1987).  Power relations of masculinity were structured into the 
software text through institutional time, which recorded the past and present pacing of males through the 
game program (Bernstein, 1990: 186).  This pedagogical relation is unique to the computer in the 
classroom, because the technology has a memory capacity. 
 
Bernstein (1988) argued that strong pacing is the grammar for the reproduction of the specialised forms 
of pedagogic consciousness.  Strong pacing affects the production of descriptions, explanations, 
narrations, questions/answers, formats, digressions, humour and produces the economy of discourse.  In 
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this context, the pacing of the software package `Treasure Mystery' was realised as a patriarchal message 
that was acquired by the team of male students as a masculine, technocratic form of pedagogic 
consciousness.  Consciousness of computing for the boys, constructed males as proficient at solving 
adventure game problems and females as hesitant to venture near the computer.  Competence at solving 
adventure game problems for the male students was embedded within a technocratic, masculine 
consciousness.  Bernstein (1990: 185) proposed that educational discourses comprised of instructional 
discourse embedded within regulative discourse, are acquired as conscience in consciousness, and 
consciousness in conscience. 
 
Constructing feminine competence in computing  
At Murwin Primary girls, unless they were like Daniella, were not incorporated within discourses of 
technocratic competence.  Daniella was positioned as a role model, by the boys and the classroom 
teacher, for other girls to follow.  A `performance' however, cannot be modelled without the knowledge 
of how the `performance' has been constructed (Walkerdine, 1989b). 
(Mr Sullivan) ... One girl I think got to it. Daniella, I think she solved it.  But ah.... 
(R) She would be the most competent girl? 
(Mr Sullivan) She would be the most competent.  She comes from a long line of competent women. 
 Her mother is extremely competent in everything she does.  She's got two sisters.  I've taught both 
of them.  They are at high school now.  And high achievers all the way.  Typical, nothing phases 
them at all. ... She and her two sisters before her always took any available opportunity of 
allowing the boys to know that women are equal. 
(R) Mmm 
(Mr Sullivan) And this one is doing exactly the same.  They don't abide fools, easily. And she was 
the very first to say that was a sexist comment. 
.... 
(R) And like the boys keep coming up to ask to use the computer, the girls never do that? 
(Mr Sullivan) In the morning Daniella will.  And maybe one other.  But she will be the only one 
that would ask out of school time. 
 
When Kevin Sullivan spoke about Daniella he made little mention of her ability in computing. He 
thought that she might have solved the problem of `Treasure Mystery'.  This is significant, because at the 
time of interviewing no student had solved the game problem.  Furthermore, Mr Sullivan had not seen 
Daniella complete the game and he had not heard her talk about the strategies that she may have used 
when solving the game problem.  The fiction about Daniella, `other' girls, boys and computer pedagogics 
is socially constructed.  Of crucial importance is not the disparity between the fiction constructed by Mr 
Sullivan, and the reality of student aptitude, but the way in which fictional discourses catch up with, and 
position students and thereby construct pedagogic practice (Walkerdine, 1989b; 1990).  Positioned 
within the fictional discourses of pedagogic practice, students were recognised as either competent or 
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incompetent computer users.  Boys were competent, girls, unless they were like Daniella, were 
incompetent at computers.  Daniella was positioned within a discourse which identified her as `not like 
other girls' and the product of a "long line of competent women."  
 
In speaking about Daniella's competence in computing, Mr Sullivan focused on an episode in which 
Daniella contested his position of authority by demanding that sexist books be removed from the class 
library.  In this particular episode, Daniella appropriated the power/knowledge relations of the male gaze 
to examine the sexist practices of the classroom. But this episode was no fleeting moment in her struggle 
for control of power/knowledge relations.  Daniella was not positioned in the classroom so that her voice 
was only heard when she spoke about gender equity.  Rather, Daniella managed to negotiate symbolic 
boundaries so that she could speak from positions which were perceived to be traditionally male 
domains.4 And yet, Daniella was not a proficient computer user.  Many girls, in the class of students, 
surpassed Daniella in terms of computing competence.  These `other' girls however, were silenced in the 
institutionalised discourses of school computing.  Theories of learning appropriated by Kevin Sullivan, 
structured only one way out of this discursive silence. Girls must follow the role models of individual 
achievers, such as Daniella.  Failure or success was placed on the individual.  In this way the normative, 
patriarchal structures of the classroom remained uncontested.  Bernstein (1990: 200) proposed that 
power relations of the pedagogic device, in many current schooling systems are realised in the form of 
individual acquisition, graded against a hierarchical norm of competence. 
 
Constructing girls as `deficit' 
Trisha, Julie and Wendy were also in Mr Sullivan's classroom and like Daniella considered themselves to 
be adept computer users.  Unlike Daniella however, the three girls were not positioned within discourses 
of computer competence in the Murwin Primary classroom. The following extract records interaction 
between Wendy, Trudi and David as they played the adventure game `Treasure Mystery'. 
(Wendy) Think about where you want to go because you might get lost. 
(David) Probably the worse thing about this game is the long time it takes to load. 
David positions himself in front of the computer and takes control of the keyboard. He also reads 
aloud from the screen.  He thinks up most of the commands and directions for the journey and 
proceeds to type them.  Trudi holds the information book that accompanies the game and offers 
suggestions for typing in commands.  At this stage Wendy silently looks on at the game.  Two male 
students sitting close to the computer corner peer around the dividing board to see what is 
happening.  The students do not know how to light the fire in one section of the game.  At this 
stage, David walks across the room to seek advice from James, who is acknowledged by most 
students in the class, as well as the classroom teacher, Mr Sullivan as the computer expert.  
 
As the game progresses Wendy asks if she can have a turn at the keyboard.  David immediately 
gives Wendy access to the keyboard and takes control of the information booklet.  At this stage 
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Mark wonders over to the game and offers his advice on possible moves to take in the game.  
Within minutes, Wendy's attempts to have a turn at the computer game are foiled.  Again David 
takes control of the seat in front of the keyboard, the keyboard, and the information booklet.  Both 
girls at this stage, stand either side of David and read the information on the screen.  David 
continues to formulate and type in commands without discussing the game with the girls. 
 
Although James sits somewhere in the middle of the classroom he manages to escape the teacher's 
gaze and meander over to the computer centre.  Once at the computer centre he offers suggestions 
which are gratefully accepted by David.  For the major part of the activity, David is in control of 
the computer and the program and includes other boys in the communicative context.  At this 
stage, Wendy and Trudi begin to loose interest in the computer game and start looking at other 
classroom activities. Wendy moves right away from the computer and sits down on a stool.  She 
examines the screen every so often but does not pay particular attention to the activity.  Trudi 
leaves the computer activity to wander around the classroom. 
 
The forms of student interaction socially structured in this setting can be analysed in terms of Bernstein's 
(1988) theory of pedagogic communication.  Bernstein (1990: 34; 1988) theorised about the structure of 
pedagogic communication in terms of two principles, namely locational and interactional.  The 
interactional principle, Bernstein proposed, can be used to examine the regulative practices of selection, 
organisation (sequencing, criteria, and pacing of communication), together with the position, posture and 
dress of the communicants.  A theory of the locational principle, Bernstein suggested, enables an 
analysis of the regulative aspects of physical location and the form of its' realisation (i.e., the range of 
objects, their attributes, their relation to each other, and the space in which they are constituted).  
Although Wendy attempted to assert her identity as a competent computer user at the beginning of this 
game activity, David quickly took over both the interactional and locational relations around the 
computer.  Wendy struggled to maintain her position within the pedagogic context by reading 
instructions from the screen.  Her interactional ploys however, were largely ignored by David.  
Moreover, when David experienced difficulty solving problems he either consulted the program booklet 
or walked over to the centre of the room to discuss the problem with James.  David did not discuss 
problem solving strategies with either Wendy or Trudi.  Generally, David ignored the girls and 
positioned them out of the computer game activity. 
 
Wendy refused to be silenced.  Although she managed to negotiate a position so that she could use the 
computer, she did not receive collaborative assistance from either David, Trudi or any of the other 
students.  By refusing to allow the girls entry to the team of male players, David positioned Wendy in an 
isolationalist or individualised problem solving situation.  Wendy was on her own.  The masculine gaze 
intensified to regulate her performance.  Appropriating the patriarchal gaze, David and Mark watched 
Wendy's performance eager to denounce every strategy.  Each time Wendy made a move within the 
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micro-world, the boys whispered alternative strategies to each other.  Within minutes, Wendy positioned 
herself away from the patriarchal gaze structured into the social order around the computer.  She 
assumed an indifference or disinterest in computer work. 
 
However, Wendy was not disinterested or bored with computer work.  Both Wendy and David had 
access to a computer at home.  At the time of the study, David's father was a solicitor, his mother worked 
at home.  Wendy's mother was a computer programmer and her father was a doctor of medicine.  Both 
David and Wendy were confident and competent computer users.  Yet in this specific situation, David 
took control of the technology and realised his computer competence.  Wendy's voice in the pedagogic 
context was transformed from that of a competent computer user to an incompetent.  The process by 
which Wendy's voice was transformed to constitute disinterest and incompetence in computers placed 
her temporarily in a powerless position.  
 
However, in this powerless position she did not attack the boys who positioned themselves as 
gatekeepers of knowledge.   
(Wendy) I don't actually think that the boys blind us out. 
(Julie) They just push in to try and get attention. 
(Wendy) They don't purposefully, when I'm on the computer with them, oh say I take the keyboard 
at 11:30 and say I'm not going to give it back until 11:45.  They just, if they know what to do they 
are going to do it, they're not going to let anyone else do it. I doubt that they do it purposefully, 
but it's just the way they are. 
(R) Do you think girls should be more like that, so that they learn a lot more? 
(Trisha) No 
(Wendy) Well sort of because it seems the only way in our classroom.  But it's not very nice.  But it 
seems the only way. 
 
 
Wendy might have been positioned within the discourses of the home setting, so that she could realise 
her computing potential.  In the classroom however, Wendy was positioned within regulative structures 
which did not allow her to voice her computing proficiency. Walkerdine (1989a) theorised that a shift 
from one practice to another is a move both out of, and into another set of discursive relations and 
therefore involves a complex of positions. Wendy struggled to realise her pedagogic competence  within 
the regulative structures of computer use in the classroom.  For example, she argued that while she might 
have every intention of staying on the computer for fifteen minutes, the boys were likely to intrude into 
the pedagogic spatial and temporal relations that she had constructed (Bernstein, 1990).  However, she 
believed that boys behaved in this way because "that is the way they are."  It was her impression that 
boys did not purposefully "blind" her out of the pedagogic context.  There is a real contradiction here.  
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When talking about her relations with her brother, Wendy admitted that he used anger tactics to get his 
own way, even when she had only been using the computer for a short while.  In the classroom situation 
however, she did not recognise the boys' behaviour as a deliberate ploy to gain power and control over  
pedagogic communication.  Rather, she interpreted the boys' actions as "just the way they are."  
Discourses of violence and aggression, realised in the text of boys' language and actions, were 
recognised as `natural' or biologically ordained (Gilbert, 1989; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991). 
 
Wendy negotiated the symbolic boundaries insulating pedagogic practice between the home and 
classroom context by constructing a new identification with computers, boys, and organisational sites.  
By positioning herself within discourses of patriarchy, which naturalise male violence and aggression, 
Wendy identified and colluded with the pedagogic relations structured by the boys in the class.  In this 
way, she structured the loss, annihilation, and disavowal of her own power/knowledge relations with 
computers (Rockhill, 1987; Walkerdine, 1989a).  Masculine interactional and locational relations may 
not be `nice', but it seemed to Wendy that the only way she could succeed in classroom computer 
activities, was to position herself within masculine discourses.  Although Wendy rationalised that the 
only way she might get to use the classroom computer was to adopt technocratic, masculine strategies, 
she did not engage with this behaviour.  Wendy identified power relations with the phallic symbol, and 
thereby displaced or projected her own power onto the boys in the classroom.  Little girls, Walkerdine 
(1990) proposed are fearful of recognising power within themselves, because it signifies the Other of 
femininity; namely masculinity.  Power and rationality in women cannot be easily accommodated and 
have to be split off and experienced as though belonging to someone else.  In order to re-appropriate 
power/knowledge relations and construct a subjectivity of `powerful female', Wendy must deconstruct 
the naturalised power/knowledge relations she has constructed around masculinity.  This however, 
implies a deconstruction of the emotional attachments of desire structured around her own `naturalised 
powerless femininity' (Connell, 1987; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Rockhill, 1987).  Girls, Walkderine 
(1990) suggested, desire to be like female teachers and mothers, who are discursively positioned as the 
passive Other of the active child.   
 
Deconstructing Masculine Computer Competence 
The following interview data was extracted from a discussion with Julie, Trisha and Wendy, who spoke 
about the social construction of patriarchal power relations around the computer in the classroom.  It will 
be recalled that four girls in the classroom at Murwin Primary identified themselves as competent 
computer users.  Of these four girls however, only Daniella managed to negotiate a position within 
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discourses of computer competence.  Yet the level of technological competence achieved by Daniella 
was significantly lower than that gained by Wendy, Julie and Trisha.  Wendy struggled to gain 
recognition of her computing aptitude in the classroom, but her attempts were silenced.   
(Trisha) When Mr Sullivan ah when something goes wrong with the computers he always chooses 
one of the boys.  Like he'll say come on James, come and fix up the computer.  What's wrong with 
it James? 
(R) Does Mr Sullivan ever choose anybody else? 
(Julie and Trisha) Oh David and Justin.  Justin's like a smart alec type of person, because he's got 
a computer at home, and he sort of, well when we're doing work on the computer he always says 
well if you need any help call me.  He sort of likes ... 
(Julie) Mr Sullivan always picks David to do things.  And he's nervous about him in his school 
work and other things, because David understands everything he says.  And he's smart. 
(Trisha) He thinks he's great and he knows everything about computers and that. 
(R) Who thinks that, Mr Sullivan or David? 
(Trisha) Mr Sullivan. 
(Wendy) David. 
(Julie) Mr Sullivan and David. 
(R) Does Mr Sullivan think that any girls are experts at computers? 
(Julie) No not at computers. 
(Trisha) No he never asks girls to come up to the computer and help.  He uses us as messengers. 
(Julie) Yeah he does.  He uses us as messengers, but he uses the boys for all the hard things. 
(R) Is that an important thing to use girls as messengers? 
(Julie) No not really. 
(Trisha) No 
(Julie) Because I don't think Mr Sullivan should choose girls to do different things.  Because ah 
say for instance I was up here and Mr Sullivan had something wrong with the computer and I was 
up here because my cousin's got a computer and I have used the computer a lot.  And I was up 
here but he didn't want me, he wanted James and he was down on the oval. 
... 
(R) Did you understand what Mr Sullivan wanted you to do?  Did you understand the question he 
asked James? 
(Julie) Um not really because the things Mr Sullivan asks James, some of the girls don't 
understand because he doesn't let the girls try to understand. 
.... 
 
According to the girls, the power/knowledge relations associated with the use of computers in this setting 
have been seized by a group of boys with the support of the classroom teacher.  Justin, James and David 
managed to negotiate control over the selection and transmission of computing knowledge.  Bernstein 
(1990: 184) argued that the form of instructional discourse is dependent on the structure of regulative 
discourse of the classroom context.  Regulative discourse refers to the moral order of the classroom.  As 
such, regulative discourse is comprised of a social division of labour of teachers, students, space, time 
and forms of knowledge.  The social order of the classroom is structured along the power relations of 
knowledge reproduction and transformation.  Teachers and students enter various hierarchical positions 
within the division of labour for the selection, organisation, transmission and acquisition of knowledge 
associated with the use of computers.  In turn, positioning within the social division of labour sets up 
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specific forms of social relations within and between groups of people, knowledge and contexts.  Social 
identity or subjectivity is constructed through the negotiation of a position within the social order of the 
computer setting.  Within the patriarchal division of labour students may adopt and negotiate social 
identities of computer expert, messenger, computer instructor, risk taker, computer incompetent and 
computer phobic. 
 
In the computer learning centre at Murwin Primary, knowledge about computers was embedded in a 
regulative discourse structured in terms of a social order, social relations and social identity which 
celebrated technocratic, aggressive and domineering forms of masculinity.  The girls spoke of the social 
order of the classroom as a patriarchal division of labour.  In this setting, a group of seven boys had 
positioned themselves and were positioned by the classroom teacher as computer experts.  Even though 
the girls might have been competent at using computers they were positioned as messengers within this 
classroom setting.  
 
The construction of the software game and social relations around the computer as a masculine domain 
was no mere accident.  Knowledge has been selected and organised by the three boys, Justin, James and 
David in collusion with the classroom teacher, to reproduce regulative discourses of patriarchy.  This in 
no way infers that the social construction of a pedagogic device of technocratic masculinity was a 
conscious, rational conspiracy designed to oppress girls.  Rather, boys entered positions within existing 
classroom practices and appropriated power relations to reproduce a patriarchal order.  Moreover, the 
positioning of students within the regulative discourses of technocratic masculinity were neither static 
nor homogenous.  Students negotiated and shifted positions within the discourses and practices of the 
classroom.  In addition, students may have deconstructed and transformed the structures of technocratic 
masculinity. 
 
In this context, the boys who were positioned as computer experts attempted to maintain their control 
over the selection and transmission of knowledge by negotiating power relations with significant players. 
 The boys challenged Mr Sullivan's power/knowledge position and consequently make him nervous.  In 
addition, the boys constantly worked to maintain their `expert status' in the classroom by reading 
manuals, programming and practising on the computer during recess sessions.  The construction of 
strong insulation boundaries between computer experts and non-experts created a space for the 
constitution of a distinctive voice of technocratic masculinity.  Often, computer experts masked the 
underlying structure of elaborated knowledge forms of computing through the use of specialised 
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language and gestures.  Only students who were positioned within the voice of technocratic masculinity 
could acquire the message of elaborated computer knowledge.  In this way, the social construction of a 
voice of technocratic masculinity relayed the power relations associated with the acquisition of 
`unthinkable' computing knowledge.  
 
 Instructional Discourse 
Within the patriarchal order of the classroom, the teacher, Mr Sullivan and the three computer experts, 
Justin, James and David, were positioned to select, sequence, and pace the computer knowledge taught 
and evaluated in the classroom.  The crucial point in Bernstein's (1990: 183; 1988b) analysis is that 
pedagogic discourses regulating classroom practice have no discourse of their own.  Pedagogic discourse 
is a principle of appropriation and recontextualisation.  Recontextualisation signifies the process by 
which discourses, for example, of computer instruction and gender relations, are declassified from an 
original categorisation and reclassified in a new context.  The recontextualising principle selectively 
appropriates, refocuses and relates other discourses to constitute its own order and the social order of 
knowledge, people and temporal and spatial relations in the classroom. 
 
Knowledge produced in research departments and official sites differs significantly from the subject 
knowledge transmitted in the classroom context.  Patriarchal discourses of science, maths and 
technology are not automatically reproduced in the classroom to construct oppressive relations for girls 
and non-technocratic males.  Within the classroom, discourses about the use of computers and gender 
relations may be selected by teachers and students from State policies, curriculum documents and 
teacher/student booklets.  In addition, competing and contradictory discourses about technology and 
gender may be appropriated from a variety of other sources, such as peer groups, the home, and various 
media sources.  As knowledge is taken from one context and used in another context, the power and 
control relations of discourse may change.  Consequently, there may be change in the system of 
recognising and realising meaning.  Official discourses about gender equity may be recontextualised to 
legitimate unequal gender relations in the classroom.  Alternatively, patriarchal discourses about 
educational technology may be institutionalised to constitute equitable gender/technology relations in the 
classroom.  
 
Bernstein (1990: 187) argued that instructional discourse is likely to be realised in two distinctly 
different forms of practice, namely esoteric (unthinkable) and mundane (thinkable).  Esoteric practice 
provides students with access to the underlying grammar or rules for the production of new knowledge.  
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By contrast, knowledge relayed through mundane pedagogic practice is restricted in its application to 
specific contexts.  Access to these different forms of pedagogic practice in turn constructs students' 
consciousness of personal and social reality, and therefore ways of being in and interacting with 
knowledge, people and technology.  Within the classroom, Bernstein (1990) argued that distinct forms of 
`thinkable' and `unthinkable' practices are unlikely to occur.  Rather, students are likely to be positioned 
in multiple practices, constructed by different typologies of `thinkable' and `unthinkable' knowledge 
forms. 
 
The three boys, James, David and Justin, were positioned as producers of knowledge and not 
transmitters of knowledge.   Further, access to positions within the hierarchical division of labour for 
knowledge reproduction and transformation in the classroom was strongly regulated.  In addition, by 
positioning these three boys as producers of knowledge Mr Sullivan temporarily gave up his own power 
position to know.  His pedagogic relation with the boys was one characterised by nervousness, because 
the boys challenged his power to know in the context of using computers.  However, by positioning the 
boys within the charismatic code, Kevin Sullivan attempted to maintain control over the pedagogic 
device.  Bernstein (1990) argued that charismatic education is a radical form of invisible pedagogy 
where the potential charismatic is constrained by practice until his/her charisma has been recognised.  
Charismatic education is structurally similar to an invisible pedagogy in that: 
the initiate is not aware of the meaning of his/her signs. These can only be read by the searcher 
who has the theory of reading. Sequencing and pacing criteria rules are implicit. The searcher is 
the arranger of contents and contexts created to reveal a unique charismatic competence 
(Bernstein, 1990: 217). 
 
Moreover, Bernstein argued that there is no transmitter of knowledge within charismatic education.  
Competence can be shown or displayed not acquired.  Teachers and student instructors have the power to 
identify through recognition rules the characteristics or attributes of charismatic display.  They do not 
have the power to teach or transmit instructional discourse.  However, once the charismatic has gained 
recognition as a sub-teacher he/she may transmit knowledge to selective others. 
 
In this context, the girls argued that James was often called upon by Mr Sullivan to solve problems 
through his technological gee-whiz powers.  James was positioned to `show' the girls how to do things.  
But he was not positioned as an instructor or sub-teacher who could pass on or transmit his knowledge. 
The assumption was that certain categories of knowledge are `naturally' acquired.  You either have the 
innate gift of technological competence or you do not.  In this way, the ideological and political 
construction of technocratic masculinity is neutralised as `natural'.  The charismatic code of invisible 
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pedagogy, Bernstein (1990) suggested, attempts to naturalise oppressive power relations. 
 
The three boys, Justin, James and David, were positioned in the classroom to learn about computers at 
their own pace.  As a facilitator of learning, Mr Sullivan constructed an inquiry-based pedagogical 
environment which would enable the boys to discover knowledge.  Through the use of nick-names, Mr 
Sullivan personalised his relations with the three computer experts and thereby promoted and rewarded 
individual talent.  Yet here lies the irony. The boys negotiated a position of computer expertise within 
the classroom through the collaborative exchange of knowledge.  The subjectivity of computer experts is 
socially and culturally constructed not a product of individual endowment or biological inheritance.  
 
 The Fiction of Pedagogic Competence 
In most classrooms the teacher is responsible for appropriating and recontextualising instructional skills 
for the curriculum.  However, in the context of computer use Mr Sullivan's hold on power/knowledge 
relations was undermined.  Kevin Sullivan claimed that many of his year five students, particularly those 
students who had access to a computer at home and were members of computer clubs, knew more than 
he did about computers.  He also claimed that he was not threatened by this situation because he could 
learn from these students.  This was contrary to the girls' perception of pedagogic communication.  
According to the girls, Kevin Sullivan only recognised the computer knowledge or expertise of  male 
students in the class. 
 
Kevin Sullivan did not acknowledge the girls' knowledge of computing.  Instead, in a remarkable play of 
power/knowledge relations, Kevin Sullivan, the teacher who knew less about computing than his 
students, recontextualised the girls' computer competence and positioned them within the visible 
pedagogic code of domestics.  Bernstein (1975) argued that contexts regulated by visible pedagogy are 
marked by highly developed consensual rituals.  These rituals bind the institution into a single 
collectivity through overt, repressive modes of social control.  Social interaction is likely to be based on 
positional rather than personal relations.  The visible pedagogy from the point of view of the receiver, 
reflects explicit hierarchy, explicit sequencing rules and explicit and specific criteria of assessment.  
Positioned within the visible pedagogic code of domestics the girls were denied access to elaborated 
forms of computer knowledge.  Julie argued that Mr Sullivan denied the girls opportunities for solving 
computer based problems.  Kevin Sullivan did not create a learning environment which facilitated girls' 
learning in computing.  His one attempt to encourage girls to use the classroom computer involved a 
`girls only week on the computer.'  He argued that the girls refused to go near the computer during the 
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week.  As the resource was being wasted, he decided to abandon any strategies for encouraging girls to 
use the class computer.  According to Kevin Sullivan only one girl in the classroom was an enthusiastic 
computer user.  Other girls did not express any interest in the technology. 
 
Yet all three girls, Julie, Trisha and Wendy, as reported in the preceding interview extract were 
competent computer users, enjoyed playing with the computer and envisioned a future in which 
computing skills were of paramount importance.  Wendy in particular gained a high level of computing 
proficiency from her mother who was a computer programmer.  However, in the context of the 
classroom the power/knowledge relations of these three girls were not realised.  The pedagogic device of 
technocratic masculinity effectively managed to silence and change the voices of the feminine from 
computer competent to incompetent. 
 
A contrast needs to be made here between the different realisations of the pedagogic device, technocratic 
masculinity and that of domestics.  It was argued that the pedagogic device realised as technocratic 
masculinity constructed a form of masculine discourse and practice which served as a vehicle for the 
relay of power and control relations.  By contrast, the pedagogic device realised in the form of domestic 
feminine discourse and practice was a vehicle for subordinate relations.  The girls were positioned as 
carriers of meaning constructed by the `other', the male in a position of power.  In turn, positioning 
within the discourse of domesticity further removed the girls from gaining access to elaborated forms of 
computer based problem solving skills.  Rather than being asked to solve the computer problem faced by 
Mr Sullivan, Julie was positioned as a domestic and asked to send a message to the real expert, James. 
 
Constructing Feminine Subjectivity 
Although the girls' argument during the interview was powerful, coherent and collaborative, they 
presented themselves as `powerless' victims or helpless innocents in the ideological struggle over 
computer use in the classroom.  The girls spoke of the boys' actions and their own inactivity.  A history 
of socialisation in the home and school does not merely reproduce itself in the pedagogic context of the 
classroom.  Rather the girls spoke of their struggle to be heard within the pedagogic context.  Their talk 
was about what the boys do to the computer, and to them.  They rarely spoke of realisations of their 
voice in the classroom.  For the girls, problem solving centred on getting access to the technology and 
having their competence recognised in the classroom.  Their voice must be realised in these settings 
before they can attempt to solve software problems. 
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The girls' portrayal of their own subjectivity in the computer context was not unified or fixed.  
Subjectivity for the girls shifts from a passive, victimised femininity to an active, aggressive, rational 
femininity.  Their silence was a negotiated silence, a suppressed anger.  When they got frustrated with 
the computer, they walked away and tried to solve the problem at a later stage.  When their brothers 
usurped the computer, they felt like `strangling' them.  When they were not positioned within the 
invisible pedagogy of personal relations and discovery learning, they negotiated alternative positions.  
They worked at and succeeded with word processing and keyboard tutor software packages and spent 
their spare time playing rather than engaging in computer `work' disguised as play. 
 
Moreover, girls' silence and inactivity in the computer context was not based on a simple acceptance of 
male superiority with computers.  In order to maintain a pedagogic device of technocratic masculinity, 
the boys must construct social relations in which male competence is given recognition within the 
classroom context.  That is, the boys must construct social relations in which `others' will accept the 
fiction of their technological mastery.  Initially Julie positioned herself within the discourse of 
technocratic patriarchy and claimed "... David understands everything he says.  And he's smart."  
However, later in the same conversation Julie challenged this positioning.  She argued that it was not so 
much that David was naturally smart or superior with computers, but that he displayed his competence, 
promoted his knowledge and had the competence recognised by the classroom teacher, Mr Sullivan.  
 
Julie's conceptual movement in these two sentences was remarkable.  In the space of one conversation 
Julie managed to shift from a position within the fiction of David's `natural' technological competence to 
a position which enabled her to question the social relations by which David appropriated and `shows 
off' technological knowledge.  Julie's movement from a position within the discourse of technocratic 
masculinity to a position of questioning the construction of the pedagogic device was instigated in part 
by Trisha's comment. Trisha argued that David "thinks he is great".  David's claim to be a computer 
expert was questioned.  The illusion or fiction of male supremacy in computing was powerfully 
deconstructed by the girls.  They managed to recontextualise male technological competence from a 
discourse of innate ability to fictionalised construction, and thereby momentarily shift the power and 
control relations of the pedagogic device.  However, the power structures of the pedagogic device do not 
rest solely with the boys.  The classroom teacher, Mr Sullivan, previous classroom teachers (the woman 
teacher of last year), software designers, parents and siblings work to institutionalise the power relations 
relayed through the construction of specific forms of masculinity and technological competence. 
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In this episode, Julie and Trisha actively deconstructed the power and control social relations which 
structure and maintain the pedagogic device.  There was no passive, wimp femininity on display here.  
The girls, particularly Julie and Trisha, were active, vocal and angry.  They were not and could not be 
silenced.  Moreover, their message was not structured by the regulative voice of patriarchy. Their relay 
carried the force of alternative power/knowledge relations.  And yet, to date, the girls had been unable to 
position or negotiate social relations of power in the classroom.  Only through the negotiation of social 
relations which carry the force of feminine knowledge will the girls gain recognition for their computer 
competence.  Such a task involves a change in the pedagogic discourse of appropriating and 
recontextualising knowledge about computers and gender equity in the classroom. 
 
Conclusion 
Although this case study is necessarily limited by the local conditions of the classroom at Murwin, the 
social constructions that the detailed analysis revealed correlate with the research of Davies (1989a; 
1989b), Davies and Harre (1990), Gilbert (1989) and Walkerdine (1990; 1989a; 1989b) which examined 
the positioning of girls in literary and mathematical discourses respectively.  In the primary classroom, 
girls' knowledge about computers is often not recognised by the classroom teacher or other students.  
Even though some students may be competent computer users in the home setting, their knowledge of 
computers is recontextualised in the classroom so that they are positioned as inept computer users.  The 
positioning of girls into powerless relations in the context of computer work is not simply the function of 
internalised socialisation which produces a passive, docile femininity.  Contrary to the research of 
Davies (1989a) and Gilbert (1989), all girls and teachers do not `naturalise' or `personalise' their passive 
positioning within the regulative structures of patriarchal discourse.  
 
Bernstein's (in press, 1990) theory of pedagogic discourse provided powerful analytical tools for 
analysing the social construction of computing as an institutional discourse and practice.  In particular, 
Bernstein's concept of pedagogic discourse as a principle of recontextualisation, emphasises the social 
construction of institutional discourse.  Moreover, the concept of instructional/regulative discourse 
illuminates the internal and external structures of specific texts, which work to marginalise or silence 
groups of students.  As Bernstein (1990) clearly stated, theories of cultural reproduction examine the 
marginalising practices of dominant communication, without analysing the mode of construction, 
representation, presentation and acquisition of the communication device.  However, Bernstein (1990) 
did not theorise about emotional attachments (Connell, 1987; Walkerdine, 1990).  If the power relations 
of schooling are to be fully comprehended, then the production, fixing and canalisation of desire must be 
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recognised (Walkerdine, 1990).  The subjection of girls to the position of domestic labour and as 
facilitators for the intellectual labour of men operates not only at the level of physical and conscious 
control.  Boys may well block girls from computers through physical and verbal abuse.  Subjugation 
however, is most effective when it penetrates the unconscious. Discourses construct regulative and 
controlling positions by penetrating the unconscious to construct historically specific social identities.  
Although girls may resist positioning as domestics, they also struggle to please the classroom teacher and 
the boys.  Girls internalise regulatory voices to construct their own representations of the feminine (cf. 
Singh, in press).  
 
Strategies for empowerment need to move beyond deconstruction and the reconstruction of alternative 
narratives of the feminine.  Both of these strategies place priority on the power of rational thought.  A 
discourse of empowerment will need to incorporate an analysis of the `inner voice', which penetrates the 
unconscious.  The inner voice is the non-rational, non-intellectual voice.  The inner voice relays the 
message of desire and fantasy.  In the case study, the inner voice was captured in Julie's statement "he 
didn't want me, he wanted James."  Julie is rejected by the teacher who she has tried so hard to please.  
Moreover, the rejection is not restricted to this one temporal and spatial relation.  Julie can never be the 
phallic signifier within discourses of patriarchy.  As a girl she must negotiate positions within discourses 
of the Other. 
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3 
Adventure game packages for primary school computer use were designed by educators in Queensland, 
Australia.  An adventure game educational package usually includes a software disk, teachers' guide, 
display posters, and student work sheets.  Most adventure games are based on a common theme of a 
central character making his or her way through various paths and mazes to an end goal.  The games 
sketch out an adventure story narrative.  Incorporated within the narrative is a set of analytical problems 
which students must solve in order to reach the objective of the story.  Problem solving based on group 
as opposed to individual discussion and decision making is encouraged.  In the game `Treasure Mystery' 
students are asked to play the role of a marooned pirate.  The game player is left on the island by a group 
of pirates and commanded to find the Spanish treasure within a set amount of time. To locate the treasure 
the game player has to solve a number of problems, such as passing through a maze of caves, removing 
leeches, and escaping from falling stones.  Game players are allowed to carry five items (flint, rope, salt, 
compass, bag, water) to assist them on their journey.  They have to be selective in their choice of items 
as they must overcome many difficulties on this journey.  Adventure games have only one main 
character.  This character is flat, undeveloped and does not grow emotionally or physically during the 
course of the adventure.  Rather than representing a major character in the storyline, this figure is a 
carrier of actions, operations or strategies.  The carrier represents the player within the micro-
environment.  The other characters in the story (i.e., group of pirates) serve as a mere backdrop for the 
activity of the story.  They do not interact consistently with the main carrier of procedures.  The actions 
of the main carrier take the form of binary decision tasks. Students must `play' within the constraints and 
rules which structure the game.  The micro-environment or world of the computer is similar to television 
viewing, except that the students can physically interact with the character on the screen through the 
keyboard.  Interaction with the micro-world is very different from interaction with a novel or story.  
Students talk about wanting to `beat' the computer rather than being immersed in the micro-world.  In 
this sense, interaction with the computer sets up a competitive relation.  Treasure Mystery can be played 
at four skill levels, beginners (60 moves per time period- 420 moves total ); medium (40 moves per time 
period -280 moves total); expert (23 moves per time period- 161 moves total) and hardest possible (22 
moves per time period- 154 moves total). 
 
 
4 
Recent interviews with Daniella and her school teachers indicate that she is no longer constructed as 
academically competent.  Daniella is now in year 9 at a State high school and is considered to be a 
trouble maker.  During April and May 1992 she moved from Tesklit High School to Riverside High 
School and then back to Tesklit High School.  The other four girls in the study all attend private high 
schools in Queensland. 
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